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Learning practical 
self-defence with 


Karen Vegar under 


scenario training 


Why would people want to 
pay money to get together 
and insult — then assault 
— each other. Furthermore, 
why would a woman want 
to participate in such 
violent and stress-inducing 
games, in a group made 
up largely of (large) men? 
Well, when the group are 
seasoned martial artists 
and the man leading them 
is world-renowned self- 
defence guru Richard 
Dimitri, who wouldn't? 


itri plays the bad 
guy with a biade if 
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You are walking out of a cinema 

one night, hand and hand with your 
girlfriend, talking about the movie you've 
seen, so you don't see the man you beat 
up months ago at a pub. He deserved it, 
didn't he? 

Maybe you don't even remember what he 
looked like. But the man sees you, and he 
remembers you. 

You are deep in discussion with your 
girlfriend when he plunges the knife into your 
back, and then starts hammering you and 
your girlfriend from behind with the blade. 

This is a real-life story recounted 
Richard Dimitri, Canadian self-defence 
instructor and founder of the Senshido 
system. Richard Dimitri's acquaintance, 
the man who was stabbed, survived. His 
girlfriend did not. 

The story illustrates the messy and 
unpredictable nature of real-life conflict: 


I magine this is you: 


Dimitri in 
teaching mode 


you may never know when a peaceful 
moment is going to turn bad, and there 
may be terrible consequences for how you 
deal with a situation. So how do you avoid 
or deal with this kind of scenario — other 
than desperately wishing that you were 
kilometres away from the threat you face? 
On a crisp Monday night in mid-March 
2007, | joined a roomful of people, mainly 
martial arts students, at the Alexandria 
Town Hall to find out answers from 
Richard Dimitri at his ‘Get Real’ seminar, 
the last of three seminars — including a 


two-day workshop — on the Senshido 
system of reality-based self-defence. 


Who is Richard Dimitri and 
what is Senshido? 

The martial arts field is crowded with 
self-appointed self-defence experts, so it 
may be hard for a martial arts student, let 
alone a member of the general public, to 
work out who's the real deal. 

Practitioners such as Tony Blauer 
(with whom Richard Dimitri has trained) 
and Brit Geoff Thompson are regarded 
as gold standards in the field. Richard 
Dimitri is also widely considered to be 
one of the best practitioners currently 
teaching self-defence, and has taught 
seminars across the globe (including for 
Geoff Thompson's group). This was the 
reason martial arts students had come 
to Sydney from all around Australia for a 
taste of his training methods. 


The Senshido ‘system’ (a term of 
which Richard Dimitri is not fond) has 
been developed for anyone to use. 

For example, it's not just for a young, 
powerful man training in Mixed Martial 
Arts, but also for the 60-year-old secretary 
who has no martial arts training and 

has never been in a fight. At the heart 

of the system is human behaviour and 
psychology, taught through concepts, 

not by pre-packaged, fit-for-all-size 
techniques. As Dimitri himself puts it, “I 
teach concepts, not techniques.” 
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Kacey Chong comes 
to grips with Senshido 
scenario drills 


A point that Dimitri emphasised 
repeatedly is that there is often no right 
or wrong response to a particular threat 
or situation. Indeed, anyone expecting 
answers to be chiselled onto a stone tablet 
a-la the Ten Commandments would have 
been quickly disappointed at the Get Real 
seminar, Instead, Dimitri shared a wealth of 
guiding concepts and the training drills to 
develop them. 


Scenario training 

Scenario training was the largest part of 
the seminar, and is fundamental to Richard 
Dimitri's training for self-defence. 

“We have a saying at Senshido: 
‘Do what needs to be done when it's 
called upon’. Most people have their 
favourite techniques and their favourite 
moves, and the solution isn't to throw 
your favourite move or technique. 
As a chess champion once said, the 
heightened strategy is in not doing 
your best move, but rather in doing the 
worst move for your opponent,” Richard 
Dimitri says. “Situation dictates the 
appropriate response. Well, how do you 
figure out what these responses are? 
The secret is in the training. There’s 
difference between knowledge and 
wisdom. Knowledge is just information 
understood while wisdom is knowledge 
applied; it's experience, and so you need 
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to experience these things... Obviously 
you don't want to go out into fight 
situations, so you've got to recreate 
these experiences; replicate them.” 

At the seminar, participants were 
divided into groups of up to five or six 
to conduct scenario training. Dimitri 
suggested particular scenarios, but it was 
also up to the participants themselves to 
formulate scenarios that were realistic, if 
not based on real events. 

“Look at how people are attacked, 
and look at your own lifestyle,” Dimitri 
counsels. “It's senseless to do bar 
scenarios if you don't go to bars, it's 
senseless to do car scenarios if you 
don't drive, so maybe if you use public 
transportation a lot, you might want to run 
scenarios based on public transportation. 
There's a big difference if someone 
attacks you in public as opposed to a 
completely secluded area, because their 
perception differs as well, and the kind of 
attacker you have is different as well 

“If you look at a mugging, for example, 
some people do defence against a knife 
at the throat. Defence against a knife 
at the throat will always vary, because 
what if it's a crackhead who caught you 
on your last dime and he’s coming off 
his high? What if it's a first-time mugger 
— he's going to much more nervous 
than a seasoned mugger. What if it's a 
mugger who just got out of jail and he's 
on parole and he just doesn't want to 
get caught? Every single one of these 
muggers will require a different solution. 
So pay attention to human behaviour, pay 
attention to environment, pay attention to 
what the person is saying, pay attention 
to how he moves, pay attention to what 
he is wearing. If you start to look at 
all these little things, then you start to 
develop a clear understanding of the 
scenario and the situation and how to 
respond to it.” 

In scenarios, the role of aggressor 
and potential victim would rotate so that 
everyone played both roles. Variables were 
added: perhaps you are sick or have a 
fractured arm; maybe friends have joined 
the aggressor and one or more of them 
have a weapon. That weapon might, or 
might not, be revealed to you. 

To make it as realistic as possible, the 
aggressors challenged, threatened and 
insulted, while we tried to talk our way out 
and de-escalate the situation (more on this 
below), if this was possible. The dialogue 
and psychology of people's responses, and 
the situation, is as important as the physical 
threats and physical reactions. 

“You can't target every possible scenario 
in the world,” says Dimitri, “but the closer 
you train to reality, the closer your brain will 
be to the appropriate solutions. It will have 


a much shorter gap to fill than if you never 
even looked at this situation.” 

In short, the ultimate purpose of 
scenario training is to create a mental 
blueprint that you can access in the event 
of a real confrontation, and to narrow the 
gap between training and reality. 

After each scenario, you would have 
to debrief with the other members of 
your group. What did you do wrong, or 
what did you do right to get out alive, 
if not unharmed? Could anything have 
been done differently? If you find yourself 
getting killed’ in a scenario, Dimitri 
suggests that you should do it again and 
again, to explore what you might have 
done differently. 


De-escalate and defuse 
-= talk and talk 

An essential part of the scenario 
training was ‘de-escalating’ a situation, or 
trying to prevent a situation from morphing 
into violence. 

Everyone got to practise their verbal 
and observational skills a great deal at 
the seminar. Dimitri is a fervent believer 
in being very careful when it comes to 
pre-empting your opponent. Pre-empt too 
soon, he says, and you might end up hurt 
— or worse. 

Participants exercised their verbal 
skills in a wide range of common 
scenarios, from pub flare-ups and road- 
rage incidents to more planned situations 
like muggings and abductions. We were 
exposed to the kind of dialogue that 
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Woman Meets Shredder: 
Karen’s experience 


1 don't think it should be easy 
to participate in drills nario oi 
otherwise) in a self-defence seminar. 
A good -d ce seminar should 
make you think hard and take you 
out of your comfort zone, both 
mentally and p lly. After all, a 
real-life confrontation is going to be 
a hell of a lot worse. 
There were plenty of moments 

en it wasn’t easy being a 
pectator at the seminar, At one point 
| watched a shaven headed, re 
bearded Irish giant violently st 
much smaller man half way arot 
the hall, roaring racist abuse into his 
face about his Asian arance. 
There was method to the ‘madness’ 
however: Richard Dimitri wanted 
participants to have a taste of what it 
might feel like in a real situation. 

“Role-playing ggressor and 


victim in the hed 


shouting at a man that hi 
paedophile (and in fact the man I was 
g ned to be a 
er during the day). Playin 
ntial 
most confronting, thought-provoking 
and ultimately rewarding experience 
A scenario in which | was part 
(as the potential victim) with 
who had the goal of getting me 
accompany them to a much m 
secluc location, when | had 
intention of g 


concentrated my mind. 
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occurs in real-life encounters. If our 
verbal response was likely to defuse the 
confrontation, then the ‘aggressor’ in the 
drill might not attack. 

When you're trying to defuse a 
situation, Dimitri advises that when talking 
to an aggressor, you should not: 

* contradict your opponent; 

e disrespect your opponent: 

e threaten your opponent; 

e give your opponent a direct command. 

If you disrespect, contradict, threaten or 
command your opponent, it will probably 
escalate the situation, although there may 
be times when it is appropriate to adopt a 
certain assertive strategy. It's essential to 
look at how the situation unfolds, and then 
formulate the response that is dictated 
from that particular situation. 


Emotional invocation drills 
Next, participants engaged in ‘emotional 

invocation drills’. The drills are designed to 

sensitise you as to how you will feel and 
react when facing a real aggressor. 

In one drill, the aggressor violently 
shoves you, insulting and abusing you, 
while with hands behind your back, you try 
to talk your way out of the threat. In this 
scenario, you: 
© don't fight the shove; 

e don't let the aggressor propel you 
backward in a straight line, which would 
make you a stable target 

e Practise ‘situational awareness’ by 
keeping an eye on your surroundings, 
and forcing the attacker to reposition 
him or herself and telegraph his or 
her intentions. 

The aim of the drill is to allow you to 
experience what it really feels like when 
someone shoves you with malicious intent. 

In another version of the drill, you 
maintain a passive stance by keeping 
your hands up in a relaxed fashion. Your 
hands form a fence between you and 
your opponent, which enables you to 
maximise your effective response and 
lure the aggressor in for a pre-emptive 
attack. The passive stance makes 
it harder for the aggressor to strike 
you, and provides him or her with an 
opportunity to break off, honour intact 
This drill, like nearly all drills that Richard 
Dimitri teaches, also provides you with 
an opportunity to practise your de- 
escalation skills. 


The five principles of 
physical retaliation 

Dimitri doesn't teach set responses 
or techniques. He is concerned that 
they inhibit a person from reacting 
spontaneously and from reacting to the 
actual threat. He also prefers to use the 
term ‘tool’ rather than ‘technique’. 


“If you throw a kick at someone's 

groin, for example, he could double over, 

he could catch your kick, he could move 
out of the way, he can get hit and step 
off, he can clinch you, he could fall 

Every single one of these reactions will 

have a different follow-up action for 

you,” Dimitri says. “So if you always 
memorise a sequence of events, and all 
of a sudden that person reacts a slight 
bit differently than how you decided 

or already chose how he was going to 

react, then what's going to happen is that 

your next move isn’t going to function. 

And if it doesn’t function, it's going 

to create hesitation and a bit of panic 

— ‘Uh-oh, why did he do this; he isn't 

supposed to do this’. As you're thinking 

all this, your opponent is capitalising on 
it, and so there are guidelines to follow, 
based on these solid concepts that have 
to be researched.” 

Richard Dimitri may not teach set 
physical responses and techniques, but he 
has developed five principles of physical 
retaliation as guidelines. These are 
e Attack a person's eyes and throat 

because these are the primary targets. 

Use eye-gouges and clawing, attack 

the throat. 

* The rest of the body — knees, groin, 
floating ribs, liver and kidneys — are 
secondary targets. 

* Use non-telegraphic movements and 
economy of motion. 

* Use your closest weapons by attacking 
the closest target. The ‘tool’ — such as 
a strike to the eyes or a punch to the 
face — should move first, not the body. 

e Practise tactile sensitivity. For example, 
you should be prepared to come right 
into the aggressor's zone and up 
against his or her body. If your attacker 
starts going for a weapon, you would 
then be able to feel this motion and 
respond appropriately. 

Situations are fluid, and every 
situation will dictate a different response 
This shouldn't be seen as threatening, 
but as liberating 


Conclusion 

The seminar finished at nearly 11.30pm, 
and despite it being a Monday night, most 
of the people at Alexandria Hall were 
probably ready to keep on going past 
midnight if it were possible. 

The skills and mindset Richard Dimitri 
teaches are for men and women, and for 
both martial arts students and ordinary 
members of the public. Even a cursory 
scan of the newspapers or 10 minutes 
watching the evening news, reveals that 
the need to develop and refine your self- 
defence mindset and skills is as important 


now as ever. Jezyrz 
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